Rescuing the extinction of experience by Samways, M.J.
Biodivers Conserv (2007) 16:1995–1997 
DOI 10.1007/s10531-006-9144-41 C
COMMENT
Rescuing the extinction of experience
Michael J. Samways 
Received: 7 December 2006 / Accepted: 7 December 2006 / Published online: 27 January 2007
© Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2007
Beyond instrumental value
Miller (2005) and Stokes (2006) draw our attention to a crucial issue: humans are
losing touch with nature, particularly in the urban environment. Miller (2005) has
called this the ‘extinction of experience’. We are on the threshold between a real
world and a virtual world, which is disconnecting us and nature. The outcome is a
loss of appreciation of our reliance on nature. As we are an intrinsic part of the
world around us, there are some issues requiring close focus before we embark on a
rescue of the extinction of experience.
Conservation biology’s traditional viewpoint is that biodiversity is the variety of
life; structural, compositional and functional, from genes to ecosystems (Noss 1990).
This is a biotic everything, sometimes leading to the view that it thus has little hard
currency. Nevertheless, this approach is a good working framework for initial con-
ceptualization of biodiversity, as well as the scaVolding for scientiWc studies.
Although scientiWc light is being shed on the structure, composition and functioning
of biodiversity, its concept seems at times to have little value in the eyes of the pub-
lic. For everyone to value biodiversity, which is an essential underpinning to its con-
servation (Wilson 1984), the closest we can get is to feel nature (Rothenberg 1989)
and to love it (Fox 1993; Stokes 2006). This may not be the language of reductionist
science, although it is the language of biodiversity appreciation and revival, through
inculcation of experience, to which Miller (2005) and Stokes (2006) refer.
Urban environments and experiencing nature
Studies undertaken independently in diVerent countries have shown (Harrison and
Burgess 2000; Rozzi et al. 2000; Soran et al. 2000) how important it is to involve all
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players, from the outset of a conservation enterprise. Most of this planning is about,
and for, adults, or their future generations. But what is the value of biodiversity for
children per se, as Miller (2005) points out? Interestingly, in a public survey in a
botanical garden towards development of a dragonXy observation trail, it was the
children and the elderly that were most interested in the animals, with the economi-
cally active adults the least interested (Suh and Samways 2001). Children were
particularly intrigued by dragonXies and other insects, which intrinsically function at
a physical dimension to which they can relate. In their eyes, dragonXies were also
very tangible, especially when they could put their Wngers in the net and feel the
larvae in the mud.
Urban parks can be a valuable source of positive feelings and beneWcial services
(Chiesura 2004). However, there is a downside for biodiversity conservation when
children experience nature only in the urban environment. They are eVectively
exposed just to common, widespread and generalist species, with the specialists rele-
gated to the remnants of wilderness (Ferreira and Tidon 2005). This gives a false
sense, particularly of rare, irreplaceable biodiversity. Nevertheless, there is still the
experience of nature which, as Miller (2005) says, children will carry through to
adulthood. Then perhaps is the right time for full appreciation of the nuances of
endemism and its conservation.
A further consideration is the level of expectation from nature. As wise people
have said for centuries, we can only expect change from nature. While change is part
of the freshness of nature, for the public in general, there is also an expectation of
nature’s deliverables. Game reserves are a case in point, with their attractiveness
being not just about landscapes but also the chances of seeing charismatic animals.
One way to address reliability in an urban reserve is to have a suite of ‘core resi-
dent species’ (Niba and Samways 2006), which are those species which are likely to
be seen on any one visit. These are the ‘certs’ of twitchers. Yet total predictability
can also be dull, and so as with any game viewing or bird watching, it is always excit-
ing to have a few charismatic rarities. So we need to encourage some of the rarer
species into our urban midst, which is the job of scientiWc conservation biologists.
This approach beneWts both biodiversity and human sensitivities. Having said that,
we also need to consider cultural viewpoints on particular landscapes (Palmer and
Finlay 2003) as well as recognize landscape icons such as special trees, paths or
hedges (Gobster 2001).
So how then do we encourage experience while practicing good science? As
Midgley (2001) shows us, science has its reason and place, and so does the poetry of
nature. Science does the designing of the landscape using well-investigated princi-
ples of conservation biology, while valuing nature (Rolston 1994) provides the moti-
vation and the goodness. These two approaches are not mutually exclusive. Indeed,
linking them improves conservation eVorts. The exclusivity of scientiWc conservation
then holds hands with the common cultural language of humankind and the common
good. Together, scientiWc conservation biology and a sense of nature is reason to the
conservation eVort.
Yet urban conservation with all its goodness and its value in rescuing the extinc-
tion of experience does not generally value the very rare, threatened and specialized
species. These imperiled species may be threatened by urbanization, but rescuing
the extinction of experience does not generally help them directly. They are the stuV
of the Red List, and glorious in their own right (Baillie et al. 2004), with each species
requiring special care to enable its recovery. Recovery for some may be in an urban
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setting (Samways 2006) but by and large they need the full beneWts of wilderness.
As recently emphasized by De Grammont and Cuarón (2006) and Rodrigues et al.
(2006), the Red List has enormous conservation value for species conservation. The
point is that rescuing the extinction of experience and rescuing threatened species
are highly complementary activities, one activity beneWting people and their rela-
tionship with nature (the biophilia of Wilson (1984)) and the other a specialist activ-
ity which respects the intrinsic value of individual species and their survival.
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